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How DID THIS GREAT PROSPERITY FALL INTO DECLINE?
In many ways and for many reasons. In the first place,
societies, like individuals, grow old. The Byzantine ship-
owners, merchants, and manufacturers, probably rooted
firmly in antiquated methods of business, could not keep
pace with their younger Italian competitors. On the other
hand, as we have seen, the Byzantine economic organization
was a State, and hence a bureaucratic organization, and
bureaucracies are even more swiftly overtaken by decadence
than communities. From the eleventh century the Byzantine
administration was no longer capable of defending the small
landowners; one may also conjecture that by the incessant
interference of its officials (who themselves deteriorated, as
time went on) the State caused more harm than good to
commerce and industry. Oh the other hand, taxation,
increasingly indulgent toward the monasteries and the
powerful classes, became necessarily more and more oppres-
sive for the mass of the people.
Nevertheless, all these causes of decadence weighed little
in comparison with the political misfortunes which (with
certain periods of respite1) continued to befall the Empire
after the death of Basil II. The first of these successive
disasters (each more terrible than the other) was the loss of
the rich agricultural provinces of Asia Minor, in conse-
quence of the rapid advance of the Seljuks. In the course of
the twelfth century came the Norman invasions, one of
which (that of the year 1147) was accompanied by the
transfer to Sicily of the silk industries of Thebes and of
Corinth. Almost simultaneously followed the first three
Crusades, which, amongst other harmful consequences,
brought about the displacement of the Syrian trade from
Constantinople to Italy. In the reign of Isaac Angelus the
restoration of the Bulgarian State brought about the loss
of those Danubian provinces which for long had been a
compensation for the loss of so many Asiatic provinces. The
capture of Constantinople by the Crusaders and the partition
of the Empire crowned this long series of disasters.
This last catastrophe was, from an economic point of view,
1 Especially under the first three Comnene Emperors.